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Oil jumps 10% amid 
Iran confl ict; could 
spike to $100 a 
barrel, say analysts

Qatar’s ‘proactive mindset’ seen 
to spur entrepreneurial growth
By Peter Alagos
Business Editor

Qatar’s proactive mindset, 
particularly during times of 
crises, is increasingly recog-

nised as a signifi cant driver of entre-
preneurial growth within the coun-
try, a top executive from a regional 
hypermarket group has said.

LuLu Group Global director Dr 
Mohamed Althaf explained to Gulf 
Times yesterday that this forward-
thinking approach encourages en-
trepreneurs, startup founders, and 
businesses to embrace innovation 
and take calculated risks, ultimately 
fostering a vibrant startup ecosys-
tem.

“I see a major opportunity,” Dr Al-
thaf pointed out, citing Qatar’s resil-
iency during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
among other regional challenges, 
where government tenacity and sup-
port helped promote creativity in 
diversifying its economy and reduce 
dependency on traditional indus-
tries.

“Every crisis teaches us to look for 
opportunities. Compared to many 
countries, Qatar may not be large 
in size, but it has a strong economy. 

With cutting-edge technologies ar-
riving here, Qatar is in a position to 
leapfrog into the future.

“Unlike larger economies, Qatar 
does not carry heavy legacy burdens; 
concerns that slow down transfor-
mation elsewhere, such as disrup-
tions to low-skilled job markets, are 
less relevant here,” Dr Althaf further 
explained.

He also said, “Qatar does not face 
signifi cant unemployment among 
nationals, and there is already a con-
tinuous need for workers for low-
tech jobs. This creates an incentive 
to adopt high-tech solutions without 
the same social constraints.”

According to Dr Athaf, Qatar “has 
the right conditions,” pointing to a 
young population, strong internet 
bandwidth, and a government “com-
mitted to delivering on its promises.”

He said, “The infrastructure in-
vestments are visible: Anyone who 
visited Qatar 10 years ago would not 
recognise the improvements today. 
This includes not only physical in-
frastructure but also power grids, 
water systems, food storage, and 
digital networks. I believe Qatar 
will act with urgency. We will see 
more entrepreneurs emerge, bring-
ing fresh ideas and new business 

models that deliver on this prom-
ise.”

“Over time, globalisation and the 
free fl ow of goods led many countries, 
including those in our region, to priori-
tise effi  ciency over strategic concerns. 
The philosophy of ‘just-in-time’ de-
livery and minimal inventory became 
dominant. But crises like this remind 
us that while effi  ciency is valuable, se-
curity is even more important.

“Businesses need deep strategic 
reserves. This is a lesson for the en-
tire industry, and I hope it becomes 
part of our core DNA. Every business 
plan should include strategies for un-
foreseeable events — whether geopo-
litical, economic, or environmental,” 
he pointed out.

Dr Althaf added: “Qatar has 
achieved a great deal, but this is a 
moment to recognise that reliability 
matters as much as cost. No country 
can be fully self-suffi  cient, but self-
reliance is possible through smart 
strategies and investment in infra-
structure. I always emphasise the 
importance of maintaining strategic 
reserves. This mindset will inspire 
new entrepreneurial ideas. I am con-
fi dent that future business models 
will prioritise security alongside ef-
fi ciency.”

Opec+ agrees modest oil output boost even as war on Iran disrupts shipments
Reuters
London/Moscow

Opec+ agreed a modest oil output boost of 

206,000 barrels per  day for April on Sunday 

just as the  US-Israeli war on Iran and Tehran’s 

retaliation disrupted  oil flows from key mem-

bers of the producer group in the Middle East.

Opec+ has a history of raising oil output to 

cushion disruptions but analysts said the 

group currently has little spare capacity to 

add to supply, except for its leading member 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, 

which will also struggle to export oil until 

navigation in the Gulf returns to normal. 

Riyadh has been increasing oil production 

and exports in recent weeks by around 

500,000 bpd in preparation for US strikes 

on Opec+ member Iran, sources have told 

Reuters. Oil, gas and other shipments from 

the Middle East via the Strait of Hormuz  have 

come to a halt since Saturday after shipown-

ers received a warning from Iran saying the 

area was closed for navigation. Hundreds of 

ships dropped anchor and were not moving 

on Sunday and several ships came under 

attack. Hormuz is  the world’s most important 

oil route accounting for over 20% of  global 

oil transit.

Despite fears of a glut that would  weigh on 

prices, global benchmark Brent crude has ral-

lied this year and jumped on Friday to $73 per 

barrel, the highest level since July, on fears of 

a wider conflict in the Middle East.

Brent traded 8%-10% up around $80 per bar-

rel over the counter on Sunday, traders said.

Opec+’s output increase is unlikely to calm 

markets, said Jorge Leon, a former Opec of-

ficial who now works as head of geopolitical 

analysis at Rystad Energy.

“Prices will respond to developments in the 

Gulf and the status of shipping flows, not to a 

relatively small increase in output.”

Opec+ will raise production by 206,000 bar-

rels per day from April, it said in a statement 

on Sunday. It had debated options ranging 

from 137,000 bpd to  548,000 bpd, according 

to five sources who  declined to be named 

because they are not authorised to speak to 

the press.

The agreed increase, which brings an end 

to a three-month pause in production hikes, 

represents less than 0.2% of global supply.

Middle East leaders have warned Washington 

that a war on Iran could lead to oil prices 

jumping to over $100 per barrel, said veteran 

Opec analyst Helima Croft from RBC. Analysts 

from Barclays also said prices could rise to 

$100.

Croft said the market impact from any Opec 

output increase will be limited due to a lack of 

production capabilities outside Saudi Arabia.

“A tighter market in the first quarter allows 

the group  to continue increasing the quota, 

however real barrels being added to the 

market will be a fraction of it,” said Giovanni 

Staunovo, an oil analyst at UBS.

Opec+’s declining level of spare capacity 

might have been a factor behind the decision 

not to opt for a larger boost, he said.

The meeting on Sunday involved only eight 

members of Opec+ — Saudi Arabia, Russia, 

the UAE, Kazakhstan, Kuwait, Iraq, Algeria 

and Oman. Opec+ groups the Organization of 

the Petroleum Exporting Countries and allies 

like Russia but most production changes in 

the past years have been done by the eight 

members.

The eight members raised production quotas 

by about 2.9mn bpd from  April through De-

cember 2025, roughly  3% of global demand, 

before pausing increases for January to 

March 2026 due to seasonal weakness.

S&P affirms Al Koot’s ‘A-’ rating; stamps ‘stable’ outlook
By Santhosh V Perumal
Business Reporter

Al Koot Insurance & Reinsurance, 
which is proposed to be listed on 
the Qatar Stock Exchange, has been 
affirmed ‘A-’ rating with “stable” 
outlook by Standard & Poor’s (S&P), 
an international credit rating agency.
Al Koot will maintain sufficient 
capital adequacy at the 99.99% 
confidence level in 2026-27, 
supported by profitable earnings, 
S&P said, adding at the end of 2025, 
it had significant capital buffers 
above the 99.99% confidence level 
as per its internal risk-based capital 
model.
Finding that the insurer’s overall 
profitability continues to support its 
business growth, despite relatively 
high dividend payouts; it said “our 

base-case scenario assumes a 
dividend payout ratio of about 70% 
of net profits, although Al Koot has 
flexibility to reduce its dividends in 
the unlikely event capital adequacy 
comes under pressure.”
Forecasting that the insurer will 
maintain its competitive position 
in Qatar’s insurance market while 
it continues to grow profitably and 
diversify its portfolio; S&P said in 
2025, Al Koot’s insurance revenue 
increased about 12% to QR1.4bn, 
driven mainly by the growth in the 
medical line, which contributes 
about 60% of the insurer’s revenue.
Its second-largest business line is 
energy, contributing about 20% 
of its revenue, as Al Koot is one of 
the six leading national insurers in 
Qatar and benefits from access to 
government-related risks (tenders) 
that are only open to the six 

national insurers, which are a part of 
consortium.
The medical and energy lines, 
though very profitable, contribute to 
more than 80% of Al Koot’s top line, 
leading to some concentration risk.
On the underwriting side, Al Koot’s 
net combined ratio in 2025 was 82% 
against a three-year average net 
combined ratio of 84%. “We project a 
net combined ratio of about 85% for 
the next two years,” it said.
Highlighting that Al Koot is one 
of the largest insurers in terms of 
insurance revenue and is expected 
to keep its strong position and take 
advantage of growth opportunities 
in the Qatari insurance market; 
it said “we expect that Al Koot’s 
insurance revenue will rise about 
10% for 2026-27 excluding the 
mandatory health insurance 
business.”

Once the mandatory health 
insurance scheme gets 
implemented, S&P expects the entire 
market’s growth rate to improve 
significantly, possibly exceeding 
20%.
Expecting Al Koot to maintain a 
relatively “conservative” and highly 
liquid investment portfolio; the 
rating agency said over the past few 
years, the insurer has taken steps 
to de-risk its investment portfolio 
by reducing exposure to high-risk 
assets and decrease the proportion 
of equities and real estate in its 
investment portfolio, improving its 
risk profile.
Investment-grade fixed-income 
securities and deposits form 
a significant part of Al Koot’s 
investment portfolio, which also 
support the company’s high liquidity, 
according to S&P.

Sukuk issuance 
by GCC FIs and 
corporates ‘broadly 
stable’ this year, 
says Moody’s

By Santhosh V Perumal
Business Reporter

Demand for Islamic finance is likely to remain solid with 

issuances by financial institutions and corporate sectors 

in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) expected to be 

“broadly stable”, according to Moody’s, a global credit 

rating agency.

“Demand for Islamic finance will remain supported by 

economic expansion, ongoing diversification, investment 

inflows and population growth in core Islamic markets, 

particularly the GCC and Southeast Asia,” Moody’s said in 

a report.

Islamic banking in core markets, including in the GCC, Ma-

laysia, Indonesia and Turkiye expanded in 2025, although 

the rate of growth slowed following strong momentum in 

recent years, it said, adding “we expect further growth in 

2026, driven by solid economic expansion, government 

and legislative support, and ongoing economic diversifica-

tion agendas.”

The GCC Islamic banking sector is likely to continue to out-

pace conventional banking because of strong economic 

momentum and diversification initiatives, governments’ 

commitment to the promotion of the broader Islamic 

finance industry, supportive regulation and rising demand 

for Shariah-compliant financial products. 

Highlighting that sukuk issuance will be steadier after 

two record years; it said “we expect issuance of around 

$270bn-$280bn in 2026.” The rating agency expects 

higher issuance from financial institutions and the corpo-

rate sector, supported by increased business activity and 

in response to a likely further fall in interest rates.

In the GCC, overall sukuk volumes rose 11% year-on-year to 

$126.5bn in 2025, while a 19% increase in long-term issu-

ance was spread across sovereign, corporate and financial 

institutions, principally in Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Finding that green and sustainable sukuk issuance to be 

broadly stable, following strong 2025; it said green and 

sustainable sukuk issuance reached $13.7bn in 2025, up 

45% from the previous year.

The GCC region continued to lead, with Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE contributing $6.2bn and $4.5bn, respectively, it 

said, adding investment in energy transition, adaptation 

and digital infrastructure would support the market in 

2026.

“We believe that the GCC will lead future issuance, as 

these countries proceed with their sustainability and eco-

nomic diversification agendas,” the report said.

Stressing that demand for Islamic fund assets and taka-

ful will remain solid, while sector consolidation is likely; 

Moody’s said stable investor demand for Shariah-com-

pliant products will continue to drive inflows into Islamic 

funds.

“We expect takaful premiums to grow moderately in the 

next two to three years, underpinned by economic expan-

sion and rising demand for medical insurance and other 

compulsory products. Competition, increasing climate 

risk, digitalisation and regulatory improvements are likely 

to drive mergers and acquisitions in the takaful sector,” 

it said.

Dr Mohamed Althaf, LuLu Group Global 
director.

Opec+ has a history of raising oil output to cushion disruptions but 
analysts said the group currently has little spare capacity to add to 
supply, except for its leading member Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, which will also struggle to export oil until navigation 
in the Gulf returns to normal
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Saudi investors 
ramped up US 
stock trading as 
home market fell
Bloomberg
Riyadh

Saudi Arabian investors sharply increased 
their trading in US equities in 2025, redirect-
ing capital away from a domestic market that 

ranked among the world’s worst performers.
Trading by Saudi fi nancial institutions in US 

stocks rose to about 254bn riyals ($68bn) in the 
fourth quarter, more than double the level a year 
earlier, according to data from the Capital Mar-
ket Authority. US equities accounted for nearly 
all trading conducted outside the kingdom in the 
fourth quarter.

At the same time, activity on the Saudi exchange 
contracted. Total domestic trading fell from more 
than 1.1tn riyals in early 2024 to about 574bn riyals 
by the end of 2025. The divergence refl ects starkly 
diff erent market trajectories. Saudi Arabia’s Tad-
awul All Share Index fell 9% in the fourth quarter, 
taking its annual decline to 13% amid oil-price 
volatility, fi scal pressures and regional tensions. 

US markets kept rising: The S&P 500 index 
gained more than 16% for the year, driven largely 
by tech stocks and investor enthusiasm for artifi -
cial intelligence.

Although the kingdom’s sovereign wealth fund 
has been reducing its holdings of US-listed equi-
ties, it has still funneled signifi cant capital into the 
country. Notable Public Investment Fund deals 
include last year’s $55bn acquisition of Electronic 
Arts Inc and a recent $3bn investment in Elon 
Musk’s xAI via a subsidiary.

Saudi Arabia’s IPO market — once a bright spot 
— has also cooled, with a string of weak debuts and 
a slow start to new share sales this year. Mean-
while, companies in the US are preparing a new 
wave of large listings, including SpaceX, which 
could unseat Saudi Aramco as the world’s largest 
IPO, and Anthropic PBC and OpenAI Inc.

Even as local investors pull back from domestic 
equities, regulators have stepped up eff orts to at-
tract foreign capital. Authorities recently opened 
the market to a broader range of international 
investors and are considering rule changes that 
would allow majority foreign ownership of Saudi-
listed companies, a move analysts say could unlock 
billions of dollars in passive infl ows.

Oil jumps 10% amid Iran confl ict; 
seen spiking to $100 a barrel
Reuters
London

Brent crude jumped 10% to  about 
$80 a barrel over the  counter on 
Sunday, oil traders said,  while 

analysts predicted that prices could 
climb as high as $100 after US and Is-
raeli strikes on Iran plunged the Middle 
East into a new war.

The global oil benchmark has rallied 
this year and reached $73 a barrel on 
Friday for its highest since July, buoyed 
by growing concern over the potential 
attacks that arrived a day later. Futures 
trading is closed over the weekend.

“While the military attacks  are 
themselves supportive for oil prices, 
the key factor here is the closing of the 
Strait of Hormuz,” said Ajay Parmar, 
director of energy and refi ning at  ICIS.

Most tanker owners, oil majors and 
trading houses  have suspended crude 
oil, fuel and liquefi ed natural gas ship-
ments via  the Strait of Hormuz, trade 

sources said, after Tehran warned ships 
against moving through the waterway. 
More than 20% of global oil is moved 
through the Strait of Hormuz.

“We expect prices to open (after the 
weekend) much closer to $100 a barrel and 

perhaps exceed that level if we see a pro-
longed outage of the Strait,” Parmar said.

Middle East leaders have warned 
Washington that a war on Iran could 
lead to oil prices jumping to more  than 
$100 a barrel, said RBC  analyst Helima 

Croft. Rabobank analysts slightly less 
bullish, seeing prices holding above 
$90 a barrel in the near term.

The Opec+ group of oil produc-
ers agreed on Sunday to raise output 
by 206,000 barrels per day (bpd) from 
April, a modest increase representing 
less than 0.2% of global demand.

While some alternate infrastructure 
could be used to bypass the Strait of 
Hormuz, the net impact from its clo-
sure would be a loss of 8mn to 10mn bpd 
of crude oil supply even after divert-
ing some fl ows through Saudi Arabia’s 
East-West pipeline and Abu Dhabi’s 
pipeline, said Rystad energy economist 
Jorge Leon.

Rystad expects prices to rise by $20 
to about $92 a barrel when trade opens.

The Iran crisis also prompted Asian 
governments and refi ners to assess oil 
stockpiles and alternative shipping 
routes and supplies. Kpler analysts 
said in a webinar on Sunday that India 
might turn to  Russian oil to  make up for 
potential Middle East supply loss.

Middle East conflict threatens disruption for gas markets
Bloomberg
London

A widening Middle East conflict looks set 

to create the most significant disruption 

for gas markets since Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine upended global trade four years 

ago.

Iran’s neighbors are some of the world’s 

most important producers, and the region 

is also a vital supply route, with 20% of 

liquefied natural gas exports traveling 

through the Strait of Hormuz, a crucial 

chokepoint for global energy.

LNG trade through the narrow waterway 

is now all but halted, according to ship-

tracking data. Asian buyers have been 

calling suppliers to check if alternative 

cargoes are available, according to trad-

ers. Egypt, meanwhile, is trying to bring 

forward shipments, after supplier Israel 

shuttered some fields.

“Any naval activity in the Straits of Homuz 

will be particularly bullish,” said Tom 

Marzec-Manser, director of Europe LNG 

and gas at Wood Mackenzie.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 

created unprecedented turmoil in the 

international gas trade, cutting Moscow 

off  from its largest export market, fueling 

volatility and triggering a record spike in 

prices in Europe and elsewhere.

Asia is particularly vulnerable to similar 

ripple eff ects from the Middle East’s 

worsening crisis. 

Shipments to Asia — and the Europe — 

must pass through the Strait of Hormuz. 

Smaller exporter UAE also sends its LNG 

exports through the Strait.

“There is no replacement,” Anne-Sophie 

Corbeau, a researcher at Columbia Univer-

sity’s Center on Global Energy Policy, said 

in a post on LinkedIn. “Will prices spike 

more in Asia or in Europe? Europe is less 

exposed, but has low storage levels. It also 

depends on how much is diverted to Asia.”

Nippon Yusen, a major Japanese LNG 

shipowner and manager, has instructed 

its aff iliated ships to avoid the area around 

the Strait of Hormuz, according to a com-

pany spokesperson. Mitsui OSK Lines, an-

other large Japanese LNG shipowner, has 

instructed vessels to wait in safe waters, 

while Kawasaki Kisen Kaisha confirmed it 

had ordered vessels in the Persian Gulf to 

stand by.

If the conflict drags on and shipping dis-

ruptions continue, risks will grow rapidly 

for LNG output, which requires steady 

exports to move fuel through the facility — 

or risk forcing output cuts.

Chinese importers are among those 

making last-minute calls this weekend to 

weigh up alternative supplies if Iranian 

eff orts to curb shipping are sustained, 

traders said, though QatarEnergy has not 

delayed any shipments to its buyers. 

Traders in India, Japan and elsewhere are 

also bracing for higher prices, reversing 

over a year of relatively subdued rates at a 

time of ample new supply. And it isn’t just 

spot prices — long-term LNG contracts are 

usually linked to crude benchmarks, so 

an increase in Brent oil will also make gas 

more expensive for Asian consumers.

How strikes on Iran put focus on the Strait of Hormuz
By Julian Lee

After coming under attack from the US and Israel, Iran 

appeared to exercise one of its options for retaliation: 

putting a squeeze on the strategic Strait of Hormuz. 

This narrow waterway at the mouth of the Arabian Gulf 

handles about a quarter of the world’s seaborne oil trade. 

A semioff icial Iranian media outlet described the strait 

as eff ectively shut, and ships reported hearing a radio 

broadcast purporting to come from the Iranian navy 

announcing that transit through it was banned. In this en-

vironment, some oil and gas tankers began avoiding the 

waterway. It was unclear how long a disruption might last.

A prolonged disruption of traff ic in the strait — which ac-

commodates giant tankers that ferry oil and gas from the 

Middle East to China, Europe, the US and other major en-

ergy consumers — would trigger a spike in oil prices and 

potentially destabilize the global economy. Oil prices had 

already hit a seven-month high in February amid growing 

speculation that US President Donald Trump would order 

the military strikes on Iran.

What’s the signifi cance of the Strait of 
Hormuz?

With Iran to its north and the United Arab Emirates and 

Oman to its south, the Strait of Hormuz connects the 

Arabian Gulf to the Indian Ocean.

It’s an essential passage for global oil trade. Most suppliers 

around the Arabian Gulf have no other sea route for their 

exports. Tankers hauled about 16.7mn barrels a day of 

crude and condensate through the strait in 2025, accord-

ing to data compiled by Bloomberg. Saudi Arabia, Iraq, 

Kuwait, the UAE and Iran all ship oil through Hormuz and 

the majority of their cargoes are destined for Asia.

The waterway is also crucial for the liquefied natural gas 

market. Nearly a fifth of the world’s supply of LNG passed 

through this channel last year.

The Strait of Hormuz is almost 100 miles (161 kilometers) 

long and 21 miles wide at its narrowest point. The ship-

ping lanes in each direction are just two miles wide. The 

shallow depth of the waterway makes ships vulnerable 

to mines, while the proximity of the strait to land — 

Iran, in particular — leaves vessels open to attack from 

shore-based missiles or interception by patrol boats and 

helicopters.

Can Iran really block the Strait of 
Hormuz?

Under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, countries 

can exercise sovereignty up to 12 nautical miles (14 

miles) from their coastline — a smaller distance than the 

narrowest point of the Strait of Hormuz. They must allow 

“innocent passage” of foreign vessels through these ter-

ritorial waters and must not impede “innocent” or “transit 

passage” through straits used for international navigation. 

While Iran signed this treaty in 1982, it hasn’t been ratified 

by the nation’s parliament.

The Iranian government has said during previous periods 

of heightened geopolitical tension that it has the ability 

to impose a naval blockade. It has never followed through 

on threats to completely shut off  access to the strait — a 

move that would likely be met with a strong response 

from Western navies patrolling the area, in particular the 

US.

As shown in the most recent case, words alone can cause 

disruption. Iran could cause further disarray without a 

single one of its warships leaving port. It has a number of 

options with its coastline along the waterway. These range 

from lower-impact harassing of ships with small, fast 

patrol boats, to more extreme alternatives, such as attack-

ing tankers with missiles and drones so it becomes too 

dangerous for commercial vessels to venture through the 

strait. Iran could also lay sea mines, although the resulting 

risk to its own ships may make such a move less likely.

Modern-day vessels are vulnerable to the jamming of 

global positioning system signals — a tactic that’s increas-

ingly being used by state and non-state actors around the 

world to disrupt navigation. Thousands of ships suff ered 

disruption in and around the Strait of Hormuz during the 

Iran-Israel conflict last June.

How would disruption in the Strait of 
Hormuz aff ect the oil market?

If it becomes dangerous for ships to traverse the strait, 

they may only make the journey in convoys under the 

protection of Western navies. This would slow traff ic but 

shouldn’t significantly impact oil global supply.

A full closure of the waterway for more than a few days is 

a nightmare scenario for energy markets. Kpler Ltd senior 

crude analyst Muyu Xu estimated in June that Iran block-

ing the strait for just one day could cause oil prices to 

surge as high as $120 to $150 a barrel. Before the February 

28 airstrikes on Iran, Brent crude, the international bench-

mark, had averaged $67 a barrel year-to-date in 2026.

Closing the Strait of Hormuz would quickly hit Iran’s own 

economy as it would be unable to export its petroleum. 

Disruption to oil flows out of the Middle East would also 

risk antagonizing China, the biggest buyer of Iranian 

crude and a critical partner that’s used its veto power at 

the UN Security Council to shield Iran from Western-led 

sanctions or resolutions.

Who relies most on the Strait of 
Hormuz?

Saudi Arabia exports the most oil through the waterway. 

However, it can divert shipments by using a 746-mile 

pipeline that runs across the kingdom to a terminal on 

the Red Sea, where the oil can be loaded onto vessels for 

onward transport. The East-West Pipeline is able to carry 

5mn barrels of crude a day.

The UAE can likewise bypass the Strait of Hormuz to a 

certain degree, by leaning on a pipeline that runs from its 

oil fields to a port along the Gulf of Oman. The Habshan-

Fujairah pipeline has the capacity to move 1.5mn barrels 

of crude a day.

Iraq has a pipeline that runs through Turkey to the 

Mediterranean coast and was reopened last year. But this 

can only carry oil pumped from fields in the north of the 

country, so nearly all of its crude exports are shipped by 

sea from the port of Basra and pass through the Strait of 

Hormuz. 

Iran also depends on the strait to export its oil. More of 

the country’s crude was shipped through the waterway 

in 2025 than at any time since 2018, according to vessel 

tracking data compiled by Bloomberg.

How have the US and allies responded 
to threats to Hormuz shipping in the 
past?

During the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war, strikes on oil facilities 

escalated to both sides attacking merchant vessels in the 

Arabian Gulf, in what came to be known as the Tanker War. 

The US navy resorted to escorting Kuwaiti ships carrying 

Iraqi oil through the Gulf. In 2019, countries including the 

UK, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain joined a US-led coalition 

known as the International Maritime Security Construct 

to secure sea lines in the Middle East vital to oil shipping. 

This followed a series of attacks on vessels and onshore 

facilities that some coalition members blamed on Iran.

Since late 2023, much of the focus on protecting shipping 

has switched away from the Strait of Hormuz and to the 

southern Red Sea. This has been in response to attacks 

by the Iran-backed Houthi militants in Yemen, who have 

targeted ships in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait that connects 

the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden and Indian Ocean.

During the most recent US-Iran tensions, vessels have 

increased their speed through the Strait of Hormuz to 

minimize the time they’re at risk, while the US has advised 

American-flagged ships to stay as far away as possible 

from Iranian waters when navigating the waterway. Sepa-

rately, a US F-35C warplane shot down an Iranian drone in 

early February as the unmanned aircraft “aggressively ap-

proached” the USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier with 

“unclear intent,” according to US Central Command.

Bloomberg QuickTake Q&A

Oil tankers pass through the Strait of Hormuz (file). More than 20% of global oil is 
moved through the Strait of Hormuz.
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Global earnings show shift from US as S&P 500 slumps
Bloomberg
New York

As the latest earnings season wraps, investors 

could be forgiven for missing some of the 

fireworks, what with AI’s stranglehold on 

the market narrative, geopolitical angst and 

renewed trade uncertainty. 

But the quarterly ritual highlighted some 

key themes that stand to shape the rest of the 

year in equity markets. While profits boomed 

in the US, the rest of the world wasn’t shabby 

either, undergirding calls to diversify away 

from American stocks into megacaps in Asia 

and Europe. And though the US delivered a 

solid quarter, the results were mixed and, in 

many cases, received poorly amid worries 

that growth rates might have peaked.

Asia’s behemoths continued to benefit 

from their key role in the artificial intelligence 

build out, while European consumer com-

panies remained under pressure. Industrial 

and financial firms on the continent delivered 

strong results thanks to rising federal outlays. 

Below is a round-up of the key themes, 

along with the winners and losers. First, 

though, some key numbers. Profit growth in 

the US and Europe handily topped expecta-

tions. S&P 500 companies boosted earnings 

by 13%, some five percentage points ahead of 

forecasts. European large caps grew profits 

4.5%, three times the anticipated rate. 

Less rosy was the number of companies that 

contributed to beats. Barely three-quarters of 

companies in the S&P 500 outdid forecasts, the 

fewest in three years and down from 82% last 

quarter, according to a Bloomberg Intelligence 

tracker. In Europe, 47% of companies in the MSCI 

Europe overperformed, well below the 54% 

average of the past five years.  Forecasts for the 

rest of the year also underwhelmed, leading to 

some sharp selloff s at companies that otherwise 

delivered on the bottom line. US stock perform-

ance in the period was unusually muted, while 

Europe and Asia rallied. 

Valuation expansion — in Asia: Asia’s 

high exposure to the chipmaking industry 

has proved a tailwind for the region. Firms 

like Tawian Semiconductor Manufacturing Co 

and Korea SK Hynix Inc, along with China’s 

foundries, make the area a key player in 

manufacturing the chips that will drive the 

global AI buildout. Energy capacity is also 

likely to add to profit growth. 

While earnings are growing faster in the 

US, the rest of the world’s rate of expansion is 

expected to catch up later this year and into 

next. That is likely to erode the valuation gap 

the US had opened up, adding to reasons to 

diversify internationally. 

“You can pay 16 times forward earnings in 

Europe or 23 times in the US for what consen-

sus expects to be similar earnings growth by 

2027,” said Adrian Helfert, chief investment 

off icer of multi-asset strategies at Westwood 

Management. “My highest conviction region 

right now is the eurozone, specifically Euro-

pean industrials, defense and banks. This isn’t 

a ‘hide from the storm’ trade, it’s a structural 

re-rating story that’s only in the early innings.”

Mixed messages in US: In some cases, 

the earnings at large-cap tech companies like 

Nvidia Corp, Amazon.com Inc and Microsoft 

Corp were poorly received given a combi-

nation of sky-high expectations and high 

valuations. Nvidia fell despite beating on sales 

and forecasting a huge revenue haul over the 

rest of the year. Tech firms in the S&P 500 

powered the earnings growth, but most of 

that was priced into the stocks — the so-called 

‘Magnificent Seven’ group has fallen 6.8% 

since the start of the year. “The US earning 

season has brought an increase in disappoint-

ment,” said Tim Hayes, chief global strategist 

at Ned Davis Research, in a note this week. 

On the positive side, though, was the 

growth registered outside of Big Tech, which 

is expected to converge in 2026, according to 

Bloomberg Intelligence. The increase in profit 

expansion among the rest of the S&P 500 

justifies a “catch up” in those share prices and 

doesn’t signal “a collapse in the magnificents,” 

said Michael Casper, an analyst with BI. That’s 

good news for equity bulls.

Then there are some investors who see the 

rotation from tech as overdone. “Now there 

are bargains,” Jay Hatfield, CEO and founder 

at Infrastructure Capital Managment LLC, 

said, noting that Amazon is trading at a lower 

price-to-earnings ratio than Walmart Inc, 

while off ering a sharper growth outlook.

Peak Growth? Gina Martin Adams, chief 

market strategist at HB Wealth Management, 

said the relatively robust US earnings season 

this time failed to provide a positive catalyst 

to stocks because companies may have 

already delivered their best growth rates. 

“One of the most interesting things that 

happened so far this year is usually earnings 

season is very uplifting. We did not see that 

this time around,” she said. Her theory is in-

vestors are adjusting to predictions for slower 

profit gains, with current consensus showing 

2026 growth may merely match that of 2025, 

rather than exceeding the previous year’s 

rate. S&P 500 revenue growth may have 

hit peak pace in the fourth quarter last year 

at 8.1% year on year, which was the fastest 

growth since 2022, according to HB Wealth.

“This loss of momentum in fundamentals 

could help explain the loss of momentum in 

the market at large,” she said. “We need to see 

analysts coming out with positive revisions.”  

Europe’s AI split: In Europe, the latest 

updates have underpinned a trend that has 

been ongoing for several quarters. Consum-

ers stocks, whether discretionary or staples, 

are still struggling, while financials, technol-

ogy and industrial businesses have shown 

positive momentum.  

Separately, AI overwhlemed earnings for 

companies in sectors that could be at risk 

from the new technology. In many cases, 

sentiment was a bigger driver than funda-

mentals. Cap Gemini SE, an IT services firm, 

published reassuring results, but the stock is 

still languishing after a 34% drop sparked by 

worries of AI disruption. 

When it did come to fundamentals, some 

divergence between software and hardware 

stocks started to emerge. While chipmaker 

equipment manufacturer ASML Holdings 

NV reported record orders and an upbeat 

outlook, German software giant SAP SE disap-

pointed investors with lackluster growth in its 

cloud business.

And then there are consumer stocks, 

the sick man of the continent. Stellantis NV 

plummeted after a €22bn write-down mainly 

linked to reversing course on its electric vehi-

cle strategy. Diageo Plc plunged by the most 

on record after the maker of Guinness stout 

and Johnnie Walker whiskey cut its sales 

guidance due to further weakness in the key 

US market, and reduced its dividend. 

Asia in demand: Earnings in Asia have 

showed resilience, with upsides in tech and 

AI-linked sectors off setting disruptions from 

tariff s, weak global demand and China’s 

lopsided economic recovery. 

The forward earnings estimates for 

members of the MSCI Asia Pacific Index have 

been revised up by more than 20% since Sep-

tember-end, according to data compiled by 

Bloomberg. Analyst estimates for corporate 

profit in the region have risen to the highest 

since early 2023 relative to global peers, the 

data showed. 
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US job growth seen moderating after robust January
Bloomberg
New York

US payrolls growth probably 
settled back in February after the 
strongest month of hiring in a year, 
returning to a more moderate and 
likely sustainable pace of hiring.
Economists project 60,000 jobs 
were added for the month — less 
than half the number created at 
the start of the year, according the 
median of a Bloomberg survey 
ahead of Friday’s report. The 
jobless rate is seen holding steady 
at 4.3%.
After years of scrambling to 
lure workers, employers dialed 
back hiring rapidly in 2025. The 
result was the weakest year 
for payrolls growth outside of 
a recession since 2003. That’s 
led to increased anxiety among 
American consumers who’ve been 
the primary source of fuel for the 
economy.
The longer the job market limps 
along, the more consumer 
resilience will be put to the test. 
January retail sales data, due 
on the same day as the payrolls 
report, are unlikely to off er 
concrete signals either way 
because severe winter weather 
snarled activity across much of 

the US. Economists forecast a 
modest increase in receipts at US 
retailers other than auto dealers 
and gas stations. Fuel prices fell 
to a five-year low earlier in the 
month before rebounding in the 
closing weeks of January. Auto 
sales slumped, based on industry 
figures, also likely due to weather.
“We expect a 30K drop in February 
payrolls, a sharp deceleration 
from January’s surprisingly strong 
print. The slowdown is more 
reflective of the cold spell in late-
January and early February than 
a weakening in underlying hiring 
conditions. Weather-sensitive 
sectors were particularly hard 
hit, including construction and 
leisure and hospitality likely. But 
our broader takeaway is that labor 
market conditions have stabilised 
since last fall,” say Anna Wong, 
Stuart Paul, Eliza Winger, Chris G 
Collins, Alex Tanzi and Troy Durie, 
economists. 
In addition to the jobs and retail 
sales reports, economists will parse 
a pair of surveys on manufacturing 
and services for clues about 
business sentiment. The Institute 
for Supply Management will 
issue its manufacturing index on 
Monday, followed by the group’s 
gauge of services activity on 
Wednesday.

The Federal Reserve on 
Wednesday will release its Beige 
Book, off ering anecdotal insight 
into economic conditions around 
the country.
In Canada, off icials will survey 
the outlook in a more shock-
prone world, with Bank of Canada 
Governor Tiff  Macklem discussing 
economic and financial stability 
risks and Deputy Governor 
Sharon Kozicki outlining how the 
monetary policy framework may 
need to adapt. 
Markets will also parse 

productivity data for signs that 
a rebound carried into year-end. 
Prime Minister Mark Carney 
is traveling to India, Australia 
and Japan, advancing eff orts to 
diversify trade relationships.
Elsewhere, a plethora of inflation 
numbers — from the eurozone to 
Turkey, and from South Korea to 
Chile — as well as multiple activity 
indexes and China’s National 
People’s Congress will be among 
the highlights. Fallout from joint 
US-Israeli strikes on Iran also will 
be in focus.

The week kicked off  with 
export data for South Korea, 
which showed an acceleration 
in February, reinforcing the 
central bank’s view that solid 
semiconductor demand is helping 
cushion the economy as it 
maintains a neutral policy stance.
Australia releases data on 
Wednesday that’s expected to 
show that growth picked up a tad 
in the fourth quarter, in figures 
likely to sustain speculation over 
another Reserve Bank of Australia 
rate hike this year after January 
inflation held above the bank’s 
target. 
China gets PMI statistics the same 
day that will probably highlight 
the need for more policy support 
after a sluggish start to the year. 
Meanwhile, the National People’s 
Congress that starts on Thursday 
will set the tone for the economy in 
the year ahead.
Off icial manufacturing and 
non-manufacturing gauges for 
February are both forecast to stay 
contractionary. The RatingDog 
indexes also due have tended to be 
a little more upbeat. 
Other Asian nations releasing 
PMI statistics in the coming week 
include Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Thailand, Singapore, 
South Korea, Taiwan and Vietnam. 

Japan’s Ministry of Finance on 
Tuesday releases a report card 
for corporations. Fourth-quarter 
profits will give an indication 
of whether firms have scope to 
maintain robust wage growth, 
and capex data will be watched 
closely after preliminary GDP for 
the period showed anemic 0.2% 
growth in business spending. 
Tuesday’s figures will be factored 
into revised GDP due March 9. 
South Korea’s consumer inflation 
is seen picking up a bit in February, 
to 2.2%, likely keeping the Bank of 
Korea in a holding pattern for now. 
Indonesia’s February consumer 
inflation is expected to accelerate 
to 4.34% after recording the 
fastest clip since 2023 a month 
earlier, in data that could test 
Bank Indonesia’s resolve to stay 
accommodative. 
Also releasing CPI figures are 
Thailand, the Philippines and 
Vietnam. Trade data are due from 
Vietnam, Australia, Indonesia and 
Pakistan.
In central bank action, three RBA 
off icials are due to speak, possibly 
off ering clues on the timing of the 
next rate hike, with pricing in the 
overnight-indexed swaps market 
implying only the sliver of a chance 
of a back-to-back increase at the 
next decision on March 17. 

Paramount’s $57.5bn of Warner debt to mix junk, high grade
Bloomberg
Los Angeles

Paramount Skydance Corp’s take-

over of Warner Bros Discovery Inc 

is expected to feature an unusual 

combination of investment-grade 

and junk-rated debt, as Wall Street 

banks turn to as many markets as 

possible to raise $57.5bn of debt 

for the acquisition. 

A trio of lenders are initially pro-

viding temporary financing, which 

will be refinanced with about two-

thirds or more investment-grade 

debt and the rest in high-yield 

bonds, according to people familiar 

with the matter. Typically, borrow-

ers opt for either investment-grade 

financing or leveraged financing, 

rarely both in combination.

The high-grade debt is ex-

pected to include loans and senior 

secured bonds, while the junk 

bonds will likely be unsecured, 

said the people who asked not to 

be identified discussing private 

deliberations. Banks are set to be 

invited to join the syndicate in the 

coming weeks, the people said. 

Lenders have already asked to 

get on the deal, vying for a spot 

on the high-profile financing. The 

company expects to borrow in 

dollars and euros, with financing 

expected to wrap up by the end of 

summer, they said.

The high-stakes bidding war 

for Warner Bros ended this week 

after Paramount raised its off er 

to $31 a share. Netflix Inc, which 

had previously agreed to buy 

most of Warner Bros for $27.75 a 

share, declined to match it. Bank 

of America Corp, Citigroup Inc and 

Apollo Global Management Inc. 

are providing the $57.5bn bridge 

loan. For lenders, underwriting 

mergers and acquisitions is one of 

the most lucrative businesses.

Representatives for Paramount, 

Bank of America, Citi and Apollo 

declined to comment. A spokes-

person for Warner Bros. didn’t 

immediately respond to a request 

for comment.

While the majority of the debt in 

the LBO will be high-grade, there’s 

poised to be roughly $18bn of 

junior unsecured high-yield bonds, 

the people said. That level of junk 

debt is in line with the financing 

backing the leveraged buyout of 

Electronic Arts Inc., which is set to 

be the biggest LBO on record.

Bank of America, Citi, and 

Apollo previously committed to 

providing $54bn of debt for Para-

mount’s bid. In this transaction, 

the banks are supplying about 

$39bn of new debt, and $15bn to 

backstop a Warner Bros. bridge 

facility, according to a statement. 

On top of that, the lenders com-

mitted to an additional $3.5bn to 

backstop Paramount’s existing 

revolving credit facility. 

Paramount, led by Chief Execu-

tive Off icer David Ellison, made 

adjustments to the terms of its 

off er after repeated rejections 

by Warner Bros. Those included 

personal guarantees on $45.7bn in 

equity from a trust created by Elli-

son’s father, Oracle Corp Chairman 

Larry Ellison, one of the world’s 

richest people.

People with knowledge of the 

matter said Paramount paid the 

$2.8bn breakup fee that Netflix 

was owed for terminating the 

agreement with Warner Bros. Par-

amount also agreed to pay Warner 

Bros $7bn if the deal fails to win 

required regulatory approvals.

Blue Owl Capital 
notches worst 
monthly decline 
on record

Bloomberg
New York

Shares of Blue Owl Capital Inc notched 
the worst monthly decline on record, as 
investor anxiety deepened over turbu-

lence in the $1.8tn private credit industry.
Blue Owl’s stock fell 23% in February. Blue 

Owl Technology Finance Corp, one of the 
fi rm’s business development companies, fell 
16% for the same period, also the worst month 
on record. 

Concerns over the industry have mounted in 
the past week, after Blue Owl halted redemp-
tions in one of its funds last week and decided 
to sell some assets to help pay investors. The 
move sparked a $1.2bn drop in the fi rm’s mar-
ket value on the trading day following the news 
and hit the stocks of other private credit play-
ers. Shares of Ares Management Corp, Black-
stone Inc and Apollo Global Management Inc 
are down at least 26% year to date. 

“Currently, a lot of investors are afraid of 
the momentum,” said Raymond James analyst 
Wilma Burdis. “There are also retail concerns 
on redemption requests, and then of course 
you’ve got tons and tons of private credit 
headlines.”  

The volatility was the latest sign of tumult 
in an industry stricken with worry about over-
spending on artifi cial intelligence, the tech-
nology’s disruptive power and lending stand-
ards more broadly — a backdrop that’s evoked 
comparisons to the period preceding the 2008 
fi nancial crisis. Software companies especially 
have come under the spotlight, given concerns 
that many received funding from alternative 
asset managers at lofty valuations. 

Blue Owl’s shares also marked a record sev-
enth straight monthly decline. A representa-
tive for the fi rm declined to comment.

“The AI debate in private credit has been 
useful, but it’s also become very binary,” said 
John Cole Scott, president of CEF Advisors. 
“Either software is the next shale bust, or it’s 
no problem at all. The truth for a lender like 
Blue Owl is in the middle.” 

There has been no shortage of pessimism. 
Activist investor Boaz Weinstein — whose 
Saba Capital is seeking to snap up stakes in 
three Blue Owl Capital funds at a steep dis-
count to their stated value — warned of the 
“wheels coming off ” in private credit.

Weinstein has been purchasing private-
credit exposure at discounts, while main-
taining shorts in parts of public credit where 
spreads remain tight.

“It feels like two diff erent worlds,” Wein-
stein said in an interview with Bloomberg 
News on the sidelines of iConnections Glo-
bal Alts conference in Miami Beach, Florida 
on Wednesday. “Private markets are pricing a 
very bad outcome, public markets are not.”

Analysts at UBS Group AG, meanwhile, said 
private credit could see default rates surge as 
high as 15%, two percentage points more than 
the fi rm forecast less than a month ago, if arti-
fi cial intelligence triggers an “aggressive” dis-
ruption among corporate borrowers. 

Others, however, said the ructions are being 
driven by fear rather than fundamentals. 

“The challenge right now is more about 
sentiment than solvency,” said Bloomberg In-
telligence analyst Michael Kaye. “Until there’s 
clearer evidence of stabilisation in fl ows, the 
shares may remain more narrative-driven 
than fundamentals-driven.” 

Some have encouraged investors to capi-
talize on the shares’ weakness. BofA Securi-
ties said the recent stock plunge presents an 
attractive opportunity to purchase shares 
of Blue Owl and some of its alternative asset 
manager peers. “There is a signifi cant level 
of misinformation weighing on OWL and the 
private credit industry,” BofA analyst Craig 
Siegenthaler wrote in a note. Blue Owl’s “in-
vestment performance is solid to strong across 
all of its strategies.”

Paramount signage in Times Square in New York. Paramount’s 
takeover of Warner Bros Discovery is expected to feature an 
unusual combination of investment-grade and junk-rated debt, 
as Wall Street banks turn to as many markets as possible to raise 
$57.5bn of debt for the acquisition.

Wall Street turns to ‘haven-fi rst’ 
strategy amid Iran crisis
Bloomberg
New York

The fast moving confl ict across the 
Middle East is heightening inves-
tor anxiety and strengthening the 

case for safe haven trades such as Treas-
uries, gold and the Swiss franc.

Macro traders said all eyes will be on 
energy markets when trading fully re-
opens on Monday, with early indications 
of volatility also expected when the US 
dollar and other currencies start to trade 
in Australia. The possibility of prolonged 
turmoil in the Middle East and the rip-
ple eff ects of higher oil prices are giving 
money managers fresh reasons to sell eq-
uities and shift into safety. 

Traders will be adopting the strategy 
of “haven fi rst, ask questions later,” ac-
cording to John Briggs, head of US rates 
strategy at Natixis. “The scale of the 
attacks and Iranian retaliation is larger 
than what the market expected,” he said. 

Briggs said Treasuries are likely to 
extend moves from Friday, when short-
term yields sank to levels last seen in 
2022. Others are watching energy choke-
points. Roundhill Financial’s Dave Mazza 
said he’s closely tracking what happens 
to traffi  c at the Strait of Hormuz, a nar-
row waterway handling about a quarter 
of the world’s seaborne oil trade. 

“This is about Hormuz risk, not retali-
ation. If shipping stays open, stocks can 
work through it,” he said. “If it doesn’t, 
all bets are off .” Rich valuations across 
global equities and credit also make it 
easier for investors to trim risk, said Ed 
Al-Hussainy, a portfolio manager at 
Columbia Threadneedle Investments. 
Markets have already been on edge over 
shifting US tariff  policy, the disruption 
from artifi cial intelligence and stresses 
tied to private credit.

“The extent of the de-risking is any-
one’s guess,” Al-Hussainy said. 

Saudi Arabia’s Tadawul All Share In-
dex opened almost 5% lower before par-
ing most of that decline in Sunday trad-
ing. Meanwhile, Bitcoin recovered and 
was trading around $68,000. Put options 
on the cryptocurrency worth $1.87bn 
were concentrated at the $60,000 level 
on Deribit, signaling persistent demand 

for downside protection. Anxiety over 
the looming military action had started 
to fi lter into markets on Friday. Brent 
crude closed at the highest price since 
July, while the S&P 500 lost 0.4% on the 
day, capping its biggest monthly loss 
since March. 

Strategists at Barclays Plc warned 
against quickly buying any dip. Investors 
have grown accustomed to geopolitical 
fl are-ups that fade fast, but this episode 
risks lasting longer, wrote Ajay Rajad-
hyaksha, the fi rm’s global chairman of 
research, citing the potential for US cas-
ualties, strikes on Iranian leadership and 
disruption to Hormuz traffi  c. 

“The risk-reward doesn’t seem com-
pelling,” he said. “If equities pull back 
enough (say over 10% in the S&P 500), 
there is likely to come a time to buy. But 
not yet.”

Here’s what other investors and strat-
egists had to say: 

Kevin Gordon, head of macro 
research and strategy for 

Charles Schwab & Co 
“To the extent that sends oil prices 

higher on a somewhat sustained basis, 
there could be a near-term infl ationary 
scare that spooks the equity market. I do 
think investors need to continue to think 

about the distinction between front-
page risk and bottom-line risk, though. 
If this confl ict has no meaningful down-
stream impacts on growth or earnings, 
any negative stock market response has 
the potential to be short-lived.”

Vincent Mortier, chief investment 
offi  cer at Amundi 

“In the short-term, while waiting 
for more clarity on the impacts of the 
events, we can expect a spike in oil price 
(5% to 10%), lower US rates, gold up and 
equities down a little (around 1%). This 
also serves as an excuse for some well-
deserved profi t taking when markets are 
at all-time highs.”

Francis Tan, chief Asia strategist 
at Indosuez Wealth Management
“There is a high probability that Asia, 

and onward to Europe and the US will ex-
perience a risk-off  gap down. The imme-
diate impact will be on airline and travel 
stocks, as we see news from closures of 
airspace over the Middle East, and also 
potentially cancellations of fl ights that 
needed to use the airspace en-route to 
Europe.

Should the situation in the Gulf be 
sustained over a few months, oil price 
could be priced above $100 a barrel and 
this will reduce any expectations of more 

Fed rate hikes in 2026. This would be a 
dampener to growth stocks, particularly 
tech stocks could experience a decline.” 

Gregory Faranello, head of US 
rates at Amerivet Securities

“The military operation with Iran 
could last for a few weeks. We don’t be-
lieve it drags on. In the context of the 
past four years, US Treasuries have been 
range bound and there is room below for 
yields, if investors want safe haven. Ul-
timately yields will be driven by the Fed 
and economy. This operation in Iran does 
not change US fundamentals.”

Frank Monkam, head of cross 
asset macro strategy and trading at 

Buff alo Bayou Commodities
“This Iran strike over the weekend 

constitutes an almost a perfect sell-
off  catalyst for an already fragile equity 
market, and the recent uptick in volatil-
ity is likely to extend in the shorter term. 
That being said, geopolitical fl are-ups 
typically tend to create temporary sell-
off s rather than sustained bear markets, 
so I expect equities to eventually stabi-
lise once Middle East developments are 
fully digested.

In the grander scheme, the macro 
question is around the potential impact 
of an oil shock on an economy that’s 
fl ashing signs of stagfl ation-lite based 
on recent readings. Therefore, I also ex-
pect policy volatility to move back to 
forefront in response over the weeks and 
months ahead.”

Rajeev de Mello, global macro 
portfolio manager at Gama Asset 

Management 
“A prolonged escalation in hostili-

ties between the United States and Iran 
would transmit to emerging markets fi rst 
and foremost through the oil complex.

The majority of large EM economies 
are net oil importers, and energy remains 
a meaningful share of both their import 
bills and infl ation baskets. Higher crude 
oil prices widen current account defi cits, 
compress real incomes, and force cen-
tral banks to choose between supporting 
growth and containing infl ation expec-
tations. This is particularly relevant giv-
en the strong recent performance across 
EM risk assets: Positioning and senti-
ment have improved, leaving less margin 
for an adverse terms-of-trade shock.”

The fast moving confl ict across the Middle East is heightening investor 
anxiety and strengthening the case for safe haven trades such as 
Treasuries, gold and the Swiss franc



Monday, March 2, 2026

BUSINESSGULF TIMES

Zero-day options boom is coming for Big Tech as hedging picks up
Bloomberg
New York

With Big Tech no longer leading 
stocks higher, traders are eyeing 
newly-listed contracts to trade 
short-term opportunities in some 
of the biggest names.
The broadening of the equity 
rally has resulted in huge sector 
rotations that have flattened gains, 
keeping the S&P 500 Index almost 
unchanged for the year. With the 
earnings season coming to an end, 
traders have been buying more 
protection against a selloff , driving 
up the skew of puts over calls. 
Now the conflict sparked by 
US-Israeli strikes on Iran means 
they’ll have to factor in the 
consequences. 
“Not only is skew increasing at the 
SPX index level as more people 
reach for portfolio hedges, we’re 
also seeing more downside risk 
being priced in at the single-stock 
level, particularly for the mega-cap 

tech names,” said Mandy Xu, head 
of derivatives market intelligence 
at Cboe Global Markets Inc. “Retail 
traders have turned more cautious 
on tech, with call buying activity 
dropping off  sharply to levels last 
seen during the 2022 bear market.”
Last week’s focal point for 
the market was the results of 
Nvidia Corp, which remains 
a bellwether for the broader 
artificial-intelligence theme even 
as fixation on the stock has eased. 
Unsurprisingly, derivatives trading 
spiked on the days leading up to 
the event as investors placed their 
bets. Almost 50% of the overall 
Nvidia option volume both prior 
and post the earnings release 
was focused on Friday’s expiry, 
underscoring the demand for 
short-term contracts to speculate 
on discrete events.
Few single stocks like Nvidia have 
such short-term options available. 
Cboe launched contracts expiring 
on Mondays and Wednesdays 
on some Magnificent 7 names 

— including Tesla Inc and Apple 
Inc — in late January, adding to the 
Friday listings on single stocks and 
daily expiries on indexes and key 
exchange-traded funds. 
But the growing success of short-

term wagers on indexes — 66% 
of the S&P 500’s overall options 
trading is based on contracts 
expiring daily, according to a 
Barclays Plc research report earlier 
in February — means a cohort 

of traders may see the same 
opportunity in single stocks. 
However, the option selling 
that tends to dominate index 
0DTE flows is more likely to 
remain concentrated there than 
in single stocks as the implicit 
diversification mitigates the threat 
of unexpected, outsized moves. 
In single names, the idiosyncratic 
“jump” risk introduces a non-
negligible probability of a fund-
threatening event to investors.
“That is not without significant left 
tail risk,” said Garrett DeSimone, 
head quant at OptionMetrics, 
referring to the peril of extremely 
negative outcomes when selling 
zero-day single-stock options. 
This risk of an outsized move 
that could cause steep losses for 
option sellers — reflected in what 
DeSimone refers to as statistical 
“skewness” — is “massive” on Big 
Tech names versus indexes, he 
said. 
“This, of course, presents a risk 
management challenge for any 

fund trying to attempt a systematic 
short vol strategy on these single-
name 0DTEs,” he added.
Systematic option selling at the 
index level can dampen intraday 
swings in the S&P 500 when 
0DTE flows leave dealers net 
long gamma, forcing them to sell 
into rallies and buy dips as they 
re-balance. While this dynamic 
is structurally supported by 
diversification at the index level, a 
similar — though likely less stable 
— intraday volatility suppression 
could emerge in highly liquid 
megacap stocks if short 0DTE 
positioning begins to dominate 
flows in those names.
And while the variance risk 
premium on the Magnificent 7 is 
significant, it’s likely to narrow over 
time as volumes continue to pick 
up, according to DeSimone.
“We would expect that premium 
to compress over the next six to 
seven months as the new Monday 
and Wednesday contracts get 
more active,” he said.

Reeves aims to end UK 
tax chatter with low-key 
economic update
Bloomberg
London

Rachel Reeves will deliver 
a low-key update on the 
state of the UK economy 

this week, as she seeks to draw 
a line under the endless cycle of 
speculation that’s preceded recent 
twice-yearly fi scal events.

In the House of Commons on 
Tuesday, the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer will deliver what the 
Treasury has internally dubbed a 
“spring forecast” rather than the 
usual “spring statement,” people 
familiar with the matter said. That 
means she’ll respond to the Offi  ce 
for Budget Responsibility’s lat-
est economic projections without 
laying out the usual menu of new 
tax-and-spend policies, they said.

The pared-down intervention 
is part of the chancellor’s pledge 
to deliver just one signifi cant fi s-
cal event a year in an eff ort to limit 
the near-perpetual speculation 
on tax and spending associated 
with holding two big annual policy 
events. 

Her aim is to convey a sense of 
stability in the public fi nances af-
ter raising the annual tax burden 
by more than £60bn ($81bn) in her 
last two budgets.

She’ll be delivering the speech 
in the aftermath of a crunch spe-
cial election in the Manchester 
district of Gorton and Denton 
special, which has pitted hers and 
Keir Starmer’s Labour Party in a 
three-way fi ght with the Greens 
and Nigel Farage’s Reform UK. 

Results are expected in the early 
hours of Friday, and defeat for La-
bour in a seat they easily won 19 
months ago could spell trouble 
ahead for the prime minister, who 
is vulnerable to a potential leader-
ship challenge given his poor ap-
proval ratings and Labour’s weak 

standing in the polls. Another 
moment of possible peril for Brit-
ain’s premier looms in May, when 
polling suggests Labour will suf-
fer heavy losses in a round of local 
elections.

“Just because the government 
wants a non-event, a quick re-
sponse to the latest OBR forecasts, 
doesn’t mean that’s what they, or 
the market, will get,” said Helen 
Thomas, CEO of macroeconomic 
consultancy BlondeMoney and a 
former adviser to ex-Chancellor 
George Osborne.  “In the wake of 
the information from Gorton and 
Denton, a cabinet reshuffl  e could 
be in the offi  ng.”

Reeves faces calls to use the up-
date to make changes to the UK’s 
student fi nance system, which has 
saddled graduates — especially 
those who took out loans between 
2012 and 2023 — with mounting 
debts as their repayments fail to 
keep pace with the interest accru-
ing on their loans. 

Reeves in November froze the 
earnings threshold at which grad-
uates begin repaying their loans 

for three years — a move that will 
mean more have to begin repay-
ments sooner than they otherwise 
would have.

The main opposition Tories 
— who were responsible for in-
troducing the system — have said 
they’d cut interest rates on the 
loans, and Starmer himself said 
on Wednesday that the govern-
ment would “look at ways to make 
it fairer.”

However, the government 
downplayed the prospect of any-
thing being announced at the 
spring update.

“The spring forecast is just 
a forecast,” Starmer’s spokes-
man, Tom Wells, told reporters on 
Thursday when asked about pos-
sible changes to student loan pro-
visions. “We’ve never intended to 
include any policy.”

The sedate run-in to Reeves’ 
latest economic update is in stark 
contrast to the build-up to her last 
budget in November, which was 
marked by damaging leaks and 
persistent speculation about tax 
changes in the weeks’ prior, in-

cluding the fear that she was set to 
increase income tax.  

That was a controversial idea 
given Labour’s manifesto com-
mitment not to change the basic 
rate of income tax.

In the end, the chancellor de-
cided to freeze income tax thresh-
olds as part of a total £26bn 
package of tax hikes to create a 
healthier buff er against her fi scal 
rules. The freeze in thresholds, 
however, sparked a backlash amid 
accusations that it amounted to an 
eff ective tax hike on working peo-
ple, essentially breaking Labour’s 
election manifesto promises.

As well as giving its latest 
growth forecasts, the OBR is 
due to give an update on Reeves’ 
so-called fi scal headroom — the 
buff er she has against meeting 
her main fi scal rule, which is that 
day-to-day government spending 
should be covered by tax revenues 
by the end of the Parliament.

Reeves increased that buff er 
from £9.9bn at the last budget — 
which was near historic lows — to 
more than £20bn, which is in line 
with the average that chancel-
lors have enjoyed since 2010. The 
bigger margin was designed to 
end perennial speculation about 
whether taxes would need to rise 
or spending would need to be 
cut to ensure the chancellor kept 
meeting her rules, which she has 
repeatedly described as “non-ne-
gotiable.”

The enhanced headroom was 
also designed to win over fi nancial 
markets, which had been hurting 
Reeves with relatively higher bor-
rowing costs than other Group of 
Seven nations, leading to elevated 
debt interest payments. The UK 
government 10-year yield reached 
highs of 4.89% last year, and his 
since declined to 4.3%, but Britain 
still borrows at a premium com-
pared to the likes of the US, France 
and Germany.

Berkshire’s operating profit falls 
on insurance underwriting
Bloomberg
New York

Operating profits at Berkshire 
Hathaway Inc fell nearly 30% in Warren 
Buffett’s last quarter as chief executive 
officer, as insurance underwriting 
earnings slumped. 
That metric fell by more than 54%, 
and the company warned of potential 
future challenges to the business 
because of strong competition and 
rising claims. Berkshire also took a 
$4.5bn impairment on its Kraft Heinz 
Co and Occidental Petroleum Corp 
holdings. 
“Our investment in Kraft Heinz has 
been disappointing,” CEO Greg 
Abel said in his inaugural letter to 
shareholders Saturday. “Even after 
considering the preferred equity 
component in our original Heinz 
investment, our return has been well 
short of adequate.”
Berkshire’s cash pile stood at $373.3bn, 
down from $381.7bn in the previous 
quarter. The conglomerate’s earnings 
are closely watched because its stable 
of businesses, ranging from insurance 

to rail, energy and manufacturing, 
provides a snapshot of the health of 
the US economy. Its annual insurance 
underwriting pre-tax earnings fell 17% 
in 2025 from a year ago. 
Lower interest rates impacted the 
firm’s proceeds from its cash pile, 
with insurance interest and other 
investment income falling 11.9% over 
the last year.
The firm declined to buy back its own 
shares for the sixth straight quarter, 
even after the stock fell 6.5% after 
Buffett announced in May that he 
would step down as CEO at the end of 
2025.
Abel reaffirmed his predecessor’s 
guidance regarding shareholder 
returns, saying the firm will buy back 
its own shares when he believes, after 
consulting Buffett, that they trade 
below their intrinsic value.
He also said the firm will abstain from 
paying a dividend as long as “more 
than one dollar of market value for 
shareholders is reasonably likely to 
be created by each dollar of retained 
earnings.”
The board reviews the shareholder 
return policy every year.

Crypto loses its grip 
on retail army now 
defecting to equities
Bloomberg
New York

For years, retail investors 
were crypto’s most reliable 
fuel — the dip-buyers, the 

memecoin speculators, the mo-
mentum traders that powered 
every rally. Now they’re moving 
on, stalling the demand engine 
that digital assets have depended 
on for a decade.

Speculative demand that once 
concentrated in crypto is being 
sucked into stocks, according to 
a new report from market-maker 
Wintermute that draws on JP-
Morgan Chase & Co data. Since 
late 2024, retail has been steadily 
shifting toward equities, a trend 
that accelerated sharply after the 
October crypto crash, accord-
ing to the report. It marks a break 
from the previous investing cycle 
when stocks and digital assets 
broadly moved in tandem as twin 
bets on risk appetite.

The shift strikes at something 
fundamental about crypto’s mar-
ket structure. Unlike equities, 
which are supported by corporate 
earnings, dividends, and institu-
tionally mandated buying, crypto 
has long depended on retail’s ani-
mal spirits as the primary demand 
driver. If that demand is being 
dispersed across a growing menu 
of high-octane equity trades, it 
challenges the assumption that 
digital assets can sustain a recov-
ery without a new catalyst to lure 
mom-and-pop investors back.

“In prior cycles, excess retail 
risk appetite tended to concentrate 
in crypto,” said Evgeny Gaevoy, 
chief executive offi  cer of Winter-
mute. Crypto has now been re-
duced to “one of many risky-asset 
classes with similar volatility pro-
fi le that retail can use to invest and 
speculate on,” he added. 

The October crash was the ac-
celerant. More than $19bn in po-
sitions were wiped out — $7bn of 
them in less than an hour — liq-
uidating over 1.6mn traders, ac-
cording to Coinglass data. Since 
then, there’s been “a near-com-

plete pivot into equities that is 
still ongoing,” per Wintermute. 
Bitcoin has roughly halved — 
from around $126,000 — as eq-
uity indexes have powered ahead. 
Over the weekend, it’s traded 
around $66,000 amid news of US 
and Israeli strikes on Iran.

The crypto industry has been 
casting around for explanations 
— gold, prediction markets, me-
mecoins burning out — for why 
retail vanished. The gravitational 
pull may extend beyond equities 
alone, said Cosmo Jiang, a port-
folio manager at Pantera Capital.

“You can see this in monthly 
ETF data into some of the most 
recent hyped-up assets, includ-
ing gold, silver, quantum and oth-
er thematic ETFs surging, while at 
the same time outfl ows have been 
seen in BTC and ETH,” he said. “I 
believe that speaks to a direct cor-
relation there — that a meaning-
ful amount of speculative retail 
attention and momentum rotated 
into those other thematic trades.”

Over the past three months, 
nearly $3bn has been yanked from 
spot-Bitcoin ETFs, according 
to data compiled by Bloomberg, 
though recent sessions have found 
infl ows. Equity funds, which have 
much longer track records and oc-
cupy a vastly larger universe than 
crypto-fl avored products, have 
continued to rake in cash. The-
matic products have attracted 
cash, too — gold-themed ETFs, for 
instance, have taken in more than 
$20bn over the same period. 

There’s a deeper structural ex-
planation too: Crypto’s volatility 
— the very thing that made it irre-
sistible to retail — is compressing. 
Bitcoin’s realised volatility ratio 
to the Nasdaq has been grinding 
lower, at times dropping below 2x 
in the fi rst half of 2025, accord-
ing to Wintermute. For everyday 
traders chasing outsized moves, 
the gap between crypto and equi-
ties is narrowing.

“What we’re saying is that 
heightened retail activity in equi-
ties is pulling air out of crypto,” 
Wintermute said in a post about 
the report on social network X.

Rachel Reeves, UK Chancellor of the Exchequer.
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